Abstract: Riparian corridors are integrated ecological units characterized by a diversity of aquatic and terrestrial habitats sustained by fl uvial dynamics. Intact riverine corridors pro vide critical habitat for diverse biotic communities, the species being arrayed along multi dimensional environmental gradients. This paper reviews some aspects of biodiversity in this context. Specifically, we address four aspects deemed essential for understanding bio diversity patterns along and within riparian corridors : (I) linking terrestrial and aquatic biodiversity, (2) distinguishing the different components of biodiversity, with an emphasis on the value of beta diversity, (3) establishing a hierarchical framework for examining bio diversity, and (4) identifying the relative importance of regional and local processes in structuring diversity. In addition, we present a major research programme recently initiated to investigate biodiversity along the last morphologically intact riparian corridor in the Alps, the Fiume Tag liamento in NE Italy. Results from an analysis of structural diversity at different scales in the Tagliamento provide insight into the hierarchy of factors that may be responsible for the generation and maintenance of biodiversity.
Introduction
The global loss of biodiversity is widely accepted as a major problem (WILSON 1992) , with estimates of species loss per decade ranging between I and II % depending on the method used for calculation (HOLDGATE 1996) . Freshwater or ganisms are among the most endangered, with 66 % of the continental extinctions being aquatic taxa (DENNY 1994) . The threat to aquatic biodiversity is considered more serious than threats to terrestrial diversity or even the integrity of tropical rainforests (NAIMAN et al. 1993; PETTS 1996) . For example, on a worldwide basis, at least 20 % of the freshwater fish species are either threatened or extinct (MOYLE & LEIDY 1992) . In North America, 41 % of the 297 bivalve species are considered as endangered or are presumed extinct. Many of these endangered bivalves are already functionally extinct because of a lack of reproduction I Author for correspondence: Department of Limnology, EAWAG/ETH, CH-8600 Dii bendorf, Switzerland. E-mail: Tockner@eawag.ch
